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Cellular firm won't pursue locator system for
911 calls
By CARLOS BYARS
Copyright 1999 Houston Chronicle

Houston Cellular's president said Tuesday that his company will not go forward
with an emergency-call locator system because it is unproven and could put
customers at risk.

In a statement, company President Don Kovalevich accused the Greater Harris
County 911 Emergency Network of being "misleading" in its criticism of the
corrwany.

But emergency network officials called the complaints from Houston Cellular a
"smokescreen."
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The 911 network filed suit against Houston Cellular and its business partners
Monday, alleging that they breached an agreement to proceed with testing of a
system that would allow emergency workers to electronically pinpoint the location
of a cellular customer who calls 911. A hearing in this case is scheduled for 9 a.m.
Friday in ancillary court.

Panicked citizens calling from their cars often cannot tell dispatchers exactly where
they are.

Houston Cellular and the emergency network already tested the locator system
during a 10-month trial period using mock calls. The company and emergency
operators were set to put the system to use on actual Houston Cellular customers in
the second phase of testing.

But Houston Cellular officials say they declined to go forward with plans because
it is not yet proven technology.

"The test was not intended as a permanent solution, and it could cause substantial
confusion and risk for our customers," Kovalevich said in the statement.

The president noted that the test area would have covered just 2 percent of Houston
Cellular's coverage area, and it would have worked only on analog calls. Most of
the customers' calls are digital, Kovalevich said.

But John Melcher, project director for 911, said digital calls would have been
included in tests beginning in June.

Melcher also disputed claims that the testing would confuse callers, saying that the
network has one of the best customer-awareness programs in the country.

Kovalevich said his company has been "unfairly criticized" and he called it ironic
that Houston Cellular has been singled out for criticism, when it is the only local
cellular service provider that has done any emergency system testing at all.

Officials of the 911 Network said that the advent of BellSouth as managing partner
of Houston Cellular last December led to the eventual termination of the testing
program.

Named in the lawsuit are BellSouth and American Cellular, another BellSouth
subsidiary.

The 911 system currently is unable to locate calls from cellular phones as is done
with calls using the normal telephone system. Unless the caller knows and can give
the location, emergency response can be seriously delayed.
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The Federal Communications Commission has given cellular phone companies
until October 2001, to develop technology that will locate emergency calls. A
Houston Cellular spokeswoman said the company intends to meet that deadline.

Tom Bass, chairman of the 911 board of managers, said the issue boils down to
saving lives.

Initial tests of the proposed system using a dummy number were highly
successful, 911 managers said, thus paving the way for testing on actual calls.

These tests were scheduled to last six months, beginning in mid-April. Their aim
was to see how accurately 911 calls could be located in a large area of southwest
Houston.

Electronic equipment already has been installed on 70 cellular phone towers. These
towers provide cell-phone service in a wedge-shaped area from downtown west
along Interstate 10 to Beltway 8 and south to U.S. 59. This area has the highest
density of cell-phone subscribers in the city, 911 officials said.
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.~.~~ you may be aware, Greater Ha~ unty g.~1 Etn.r;encv Netwot1( (GHC) is pursuing 'e~a'
I ~~ action against Houston Cellular. We tieve GHC's information is mi~dil'1g and that Houst~n CAllular
· :: 13 being unfairfy criticized. , want YOU'l': :haVei the facts:

. ~.

,'. 4 In 1996,.tha FeC mandated that ~ireless industry provide 91' ne~works with callback numeetsh\ and cElli site location 100% ot:th6 tim.~ for wireless 911 enwrgency calls by 1998 (Phase I).
" o. Phase" m.andate3 location identlfiqition of calls Within ~10 feet, 670/. of the time, by October 2001.
I :., GHC d'l..0se n~ to implement Phas~hectlnob]yimme<flatlilly.

, ~:a.

! _. Hou~ Cellulai \g the 2!!!:l wirelesit c:anier in Houston that has wOOed with GHC to~ new
;'.~ wi~s E911 tecMa~gy. ~

." r;.
· '. The agreemQnt'betwee~ ~HC and lio.u:ston CAllular was estaolisr«:l to~ IQC3(iOC' ceennoiogy al"d

:~."~:- did nat require tnat tt1is technology~ implemented permanent1y. We have now completed :en
months of cooperative tsstinl1~thGHC. It is time ~hat we review other technOlo~.A permanent
sclution ~Mot be determined h.~s~··soleIYon testing ()(1e tect\nolcc;y.

~ Cellular ~ extremely concemed with lne consequencas 01 GHC's insistence to~ tt1e
'. syst~~ With cu:stomers" reve e~rg~. calls. The~ was not rn~noed as a permanent $:)iuUon,

and it CQ~ld cause suOstamial~~~ and risI< for customers:
" : .~~.

The lest area covers less m.,p-2%, of Houston Cellular's se",ice area, reavi~ us ur..ab'e to
locate the Vtit majority 01 ~gercy calIs.

s:.

~ toest Cl-/rntnUy onty=t:t~.~on OCJr analog r.litwOO( while the maJor'lI'I =t
Houston.Gelk.Jfar'3 C1,;SW. •usfnqo~ 1echnology; again leaving us unable tt: locate
the vast majority of e 1:1.' ' ...• .

To date, Houslon Ce/lUlar.:i3 tbQ·only one of seven local wireleSs providlits in Houston
to test this technology. we ar;tnable to ccmplete or locate the eme~ncy calls of ot!ler

wireless ~mers. :, ~

• Houston Celluw otfered to mst ~js ,~Cl/ogy wittI GHC fer an additional six months to
colJcct more data onlns sti'.dev~Tgtadvlology. WIth this lawsuit, GHC has rejected our

propasa! 1ct furtfl« study. : "'­
; !

·We are dlsappolnt6d that GHC h.a3!~ tD take legal aclion against us - the only Mreless carrier
lflal has woOc:sd to help !hem tCit I 11 technology.

\ .
.HO\.ISU)n Cellular.has be«\ and conti .to be a r.ader in developing IocaDon technologysal~ lD
mf'~' t~".. ~r.~ r-<'1, ••,....'""-~ ~"A '''1'0 ',..,..,,,;... .....-.. ..... .:-......... - ... __"""•• _ .... _ ....... ...: __ 44"_"'" ,...• ...,.... -- ~ ....4......_
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FEDERAL COMMUN.CATIONS COMMISSION
WASHINGTON, D.C. 2051>4

October 23, 1998

~. Pamela J. Riley
Vice President - Federal Regulatory
AirTouch Communications
1818 N Street, N.W., Suite 800
Washington, D.C. 20016

Dear Ms. Riley:

I am writing in response to your letter of Octob¢r 2, 1998, in which you
... expr~ss concern that some may interpret the Commission's decisions in the wireless

E911 IUlemaking proceeding, CC Docket No. 94-102, as requiring a Detwork.b~ed

location determ.in.arion technology solution in !,rder to comply with the Phase II
automaric location information (ALI) rules. Yau request clarification to help a1levia~

"substantial i.D.dustIy confusion as to wireless carriers' Phase II obligations."

10 the wireless E911 proceeding, the Commission adopted general performance
criteria rather than extensive technical standards. thus allowing various technologies '':0

be used in the provision of Phase II ALI. See £911 Firsr.Report and Ordel', 11 FCC
Red 18676, 18714 (para.. 76) (1996). As you point out in your letter) the Commission
reaffmned this approach in the £911 Reconsideration Order, 12 FCC Red 22665
(1997). The Commission also specifically addressed concerns that aspects of the
Commission's rules might appear to preclude a handset·based approach. For example,
Section 20.l8(e) of the Commi~ion's Rules, 41 C.F.R. § 20.18(e), requires that
carriers provide ALI for all calls, which might not be feasible under a handset-based
approach for handsets currently in use.

To rea.ffinD its general policy and approach, and to clarify the application of
th3I policy to handset-based approaches to ALI: the Commission stated as foHows:

123. One further paint dc:se1'Vcs mention. In :settillg' deadlines and
b~DChmarks for ALL our policy hu been to bo technologica.lly and
competitively neutral. As we indicated in the £91J Fint Report and OJ-der,
our intention was to adopt general perform8.Ilce criteria,rather than extensive
technical st3Adards, to guide the development of wi.rel~ss 911 services. Our
goal is to ensure the rapid, efficient, and effective deployment of ALI as part



Ms. Pamela J. Riley
Vice Pre~ident - Federal Regulatory
AirTouc:h CommWlicadoDs
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of E911, in order to promote the publio safety and welfare. Thus. we have not
endorsed or mandated tD1)' partic2dar ALI ttJchnology Of approach. although
we did recognize in the £911 First Report and OTd~ that parties at that time
expectoo that AU technology would bued in the network, not in the handset:.

124. Since the E911 Fi,.St Rep01'C and Order was adopted, however, we
have received several inquiries with respect to whether other b:clwologielli,
such as handset-based technologies using the: GPS satellite system, could
comply with·our rules. To clarify oue policies, we wish to reaffinn that our
rules and their application are intended to be technologically and competitively
neutral. We do not intend that the impJementation deadlin~, tho accuracy
sumdard, or other rules should hamper the development and deployment of the
~st and rno!t efficient All tcchnoloiie3 and sy5tcms. Manufacturers and other
interested parties who believe that our rules could be applied in I wa.y that
might unreasonably hamper the deployment of effective ALI solutions may
raise this issue in the ongoing rulemaking or by requests for waivers_ We do
not expect to del3y the 2001 deadline, but would consider propouls to phase
in implementation, especially to the extent l proposal also helps achieve the
further improvements in ALI capabilitie" we discussed in the E911 Furrher
}Ifni

£911 Reconsideration Orde,., 12 FCC Red at 22724-25 (paras. 123-124) (footnotes
omitted) (emphasis added).

In addition to thus inviting both general proposals for revisions or waivers. of
the wireless 911 roles and specific proposals for phasing in ALI implementation, the
Co~ssion expressly indicated thal it would, upon receipt of a formal request,
consider reapening the record with regard to the application of Phase II requirements
in order to apply them only to new wireless phones. See £9// Reconsiduatiol1 Order.
12 FCC Red at 22725 (note 319).

To date the Commission has not received any requests that it modify or waiv¢
the Phase II ALI rules or apply them only to new handsets. although we are
considering· a general request in a petition for further reconsideration, filed by the
Cellular Telecommunications Industry Association, that we clarify the Phase II ALI
rules as they apply to handset-based solutions.

While I cannot of course prejudge the disposition of this petition or of any
other filings we might receive on this iSS1Je. I anticipa.te that the Commission and the
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Bureau will continue to apply and, if necessary, to take reasonable steps to modify
those rules in a technologically and «lmpetitively neutral manner that permits the
deployment of the best and most efficient ALI technologies and syste.Ins, including
handset-based technologies and systems. In this regard, any carrier that is planning to
achieve compliance with the Commission's Phase II ALl rules by deployment solely of
a handset-based solution l and that has any concerns whether such an approach is
precluded by the Cotnmission' s rules, should give consideration to filing a request for
waiver or for other formal Commission action to modify or waive the ALI rules to
address compliance issues affecting handset-based technologies.
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THE WIRELESS PRIVACY ENHANCEMENT ACT OF 1999 AND THE WIRELESS
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Mr. Gordon. Okay. And let me go to the FCC here. I assume that, as these waivers come

to you, are you going to provide some--what is going to be your criteria? Are you going to do

some kind of cost-benefit analysis? What do you see happening?

Mr. Sugrue. Absolutely, in the public interest. As I understand this, rather than

characterize this as necessarily postponing the deadline, it is to shape the implementation

requirements so that a different technology isn't sort of ruled out just because the rules were

written with one particular type of technological solution in mind.

When the Commission wrote these rules, it assumed that the only approach to provide

this service was a network-based solution. You build it into the cell sites around the network.

Since then, some folks have proposed what they call a handset-based solution that would work in

conjunction with the global positioning system, the satellite system that provides very precise

location information. If our rules were applied literally, no one, no carrier, no system using a

handset-based approach could satisfy our requirements. Not because we wanted to rule it out,

because we wrote the rules in a way without that in mind.

I think it is sort of that the various reasons why, procedurally, this is being styled as a

waiver. I would almost prefer to think of it as a rule modification or update so we have an

approach that doesn't inadvertently rule out one technology that may be very promising. So we

are going to look at things like if you do the handset-based approach, which would involve a

ramp-up, you might be required to start earlier so that the deadline may, in some sense, be

stricter.

Mr. Gordon. Will you looking at, I mean, maybe the difference in accuracy? I mean,

whether it is a, you know, minimal amount or--and also cost?

2



Mr. Sugrue. One of the tradeoffs will be whether the current rule provides for location

information with 125 meters on a measured average basis. Now that's about 400 feet. One thing

we are going to ask is if you are going to ask for a waiver, will you be able to do better then that

if you get the waiver? So can you get inside 125 meters as a standard? And one of the things we

might do is say you get the waiver if you commit to high accuracy levels.

3
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